ombs Away
arly on the morning of May 4, a
small army of FBI agents and U.S.
marshals arrested 216 people on
the Puerto Rican island of Vieques in an
attempt to regain control of Camp
Garcia, the Navy's bombing range there.
Among those arrested were two members of Congress, Nydia Velazquez of
New York and Luis Gutierrez of Chicago,
as well as the Roman Catholic bishop of
Caguas and the mayor of Carolina, one
of Puerto Rico's biggest cities.
Many of those arrested had been occupying the range since a Puerto Rican
security guard was killed last April by
Navy bomber pilots who missed their
targets. During that time, local fishermen, religious leaders, independence
activists and environmentalists all had
joined the peaceful occupation. Their
actions, as previously reported in this
column, ignited an unprecedented
movement among all sectors of Puerto
Rican society calling for an end to nearly 60 years of Navy bombing on Vieques.
The Vieques raid was the second
time in a two-week span that the
Justice Department found itself sending
armed agents into action against
Hispanic Americans. Vieques was preceded, of course, by the Elidn Gonzalez
raid in Miami's Little Havana. In both
assaults, the groups defying federal
authorities had massive support from
their ethnic compatriots. In both cases,
they were preceded by stand-offs that
stretched for months and became
enmeshed in the web of presidential
politics. But the Elian saga, with its
soap opera plot, irresistible child star
and that shocking photograph, garnered far greater media attention than
Vieques, even if the latter crisis
touched on far more weighty matters
than some international family feud.
If you listen to Congress and the
Pentagon, the entire combat-readiness
of our nation hangs in the balance with
Vieques. The Puerto Rican protesters,
the military brass say, were undermining
American defense by preventing use of
the Navy's premier training range. The
drum roll reached such a crescendo that
few Americans could hear the nearly

unanimous plea of Puerto Rico's 3.8 million people against the bombing of their
inhabited Isla Nena, as Vieques is
known. That bombing—and the
destruction of the island's coral reefs and
environment—was not only a violation
of human rights, Puerto Ricans insisted,

but a sign of continued U.S. colonial
arrogance toward Puerto Rico.
Despite those pleas, the Pentagon and
its supporters in Congress kept pressing
President Clinton to move against the
protesters. In January, Clinton made one
of his infamous compromises with Puerto
Rico's governor, Pedro Rossello. The
accord called for the Navy to temporarily resume training on a sharply reduced
schedule, using
dummy bombs
and ammunition.
In
return,
Rossello agreed
to hold a referendum among the
residents of Vieques that would decide
whether the Navy should leave permanently after 2003. In addition, the
White House promised $40 million in
infrastructure aid to Vieques immediately and another $50 million if the
referendum allowed the Navy to stay.
The agreement allows the Navy to set
the date of the referendum at any point
during an 18-month period that begins
this August 1. This is perhaps the first
time in history that the Navy has been
charged with setting the date for a civilian
referendum. White House officials privately conceded that the 18-month
window was designed specifically to give
the Navy time to mount a campaign to
win (or buy) the backing of the Vieques
population. In Puerto Rico, the governor's
about-face led to a massive public outcry,
especially by the island's church leaders,

who organized a silent march of nearly
100,000 people in support of the protesters
several weeks ago, and who continued to
urge civil disobedience against the Navy.
The actual raid was classic White House
image management. It was launched soon
after the death of New York City Cardinal
John O'Connor, an event the president's
aides knew would knock all other news
from the front pages for several days in
New York, which is home to the country's
largest Puerto Rican community, and
where Hillary Clinton is seeking a U.S.
Senate seat. To limit the embarrassment of
having to arrest congressmen and clerics,
federal agents were ordered to release all
protesters without charges.
The press promptly and dutifully
dropped Vieques from its radar screen.
But anyone familiar with Puerto Rico's
history knows this battle is far from over.
At least a half dozen protesters were still
hiding in the hills and the underbrush of
the Vieques range as I penned these
words. They include two sons of Carlos
Zenon, the Vieques fisherman who

sparked the first protests against the
Navy's presence nearly two decades ago.
The day before the federal raid, one of
the Zenon brothers assured a colleague of
mine that he had stashed enough food
and supplies in several hiding places on
the Vieques range to survive for several
months. For the Navy to resume massive
bombing while any civilians are still on
the range is a very risky gamble.
At the same time, pro-independence
leader Ruben Berrios Martinez and hundreds of others are vowing to reoccupy
the range and to disrupt future Navy
bombing attempts. No matter what
Clinton and Rossello say, it's evident
that only an immediate referendum and
a speeded up timetable for Navy withdrawal will end the crisis. In Puerto
Rico, the days of gunboat diplomacy,
even in its liberal guise, are over. I
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Star Wars: EpisodeTwo
The Pentagon's Latest Missile Defense Fantasy
By Jeffrey St. Clair

I

t's wrong to say that Star Wars is back. The harebrained scheme hatched on the fly by Ronald Reagan in
1983 has never gone away. Quietly but relentlessly a
Star Wars industry, under the rubric of Ballistic Missile
Defense, has mushroomed.
The corporate press, which rightly heckled the plan in its
early days, soon got bored with the story and left it for dead.
Then in 1992, the missile shield's putative critics took over
the White House and became its new masters. In the intervening years, billions of dollars poured into the Pentagon's
Space and Missile Defense Command Center in Huntsville,
Alabama, to production plants spread across key congressional districts, and into the plump accounts of a portfolio of
defense contractors and high-tech firms.
In a 1995 review of the program in Defensehsues, an internal Pentagon newsletter, Lt. Gen. Malcolm O'Neill, then
head of the Ballistic Missile Defense Organization, rhapsodized about a "synergized" network of high-powered,
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space-based lasers, satellites, radar and sea-, air- and groundlaunched "exoatmospheric kill vehicles" that would save U.S.
cities from "theater-class ballistic missiles, advanced cruise
missiles and other air-breathing threats as well." Feel safer?
Now the Pentagon is seeking approval to put part of its system into operation. The first phase is a ground-based system
of 100 Interceptor missiles and a ring of new radar stations,
both to be based in the Alaskan tundra. Clinton has said he
will make a final decision on the system this summer. All
indications are that he will give it the green light.
Of course, there are problems. Namely, with the collapse
of the Soviet Union and corporate America's coddling of
China, why in the world would the United States need to
deploy such a system? Such questions prompt the most
absurd frenzy of threat-inflation since the notion that the
Marxist government of Grenada posed a grave danger to the
Western Hemisphere. A coven of atomic warriors has been
rolled out to fulminate about "rogue nations" and "global

/ # JUNE 12, 2000

LICENSED TO UNZ.ORG
ELECTRONIC REPRODUCTION PROHIBITED

